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Opinion

Ottawa needs to look at other
trade options in the Middle East

Canada needs to
diversify its trade
links, much farther
than the NAFTA,

and cannot ignore
the opportunities
available in the Gulf
Co-operation Council
stales.

Yasser M. Dhouib
Middle East

ith the federal elections be-

hind us, it's time to reexam-
ine how the Liberal government
has handled Canada’s business
and trade relations with the oil-
rich, Gulf Arab states.

When Foreign Affairs Min-
ister Chrystia Freeland publicly
denounced Saudi crackdowns on
its civil right activists last year,
Riyadh reacted furiously. It sus-
pended diplomatic ties, stopped

future trade and investment deals,

and cancelled grain imports. Visas
to Canadian businessmen going
to Saudi Arabia became an issue.
Riyadh also announced pulling
out all its investments in Canada.
More recently, images of

Canadian-made light armoured
vehicles captured and destroyed
by Yemen’s Houthi in

Faced with contradictory push
and pulls, and suffering from an
unpredictable Liberal foreign pol-
icy in the Middle East, Canada’s
trade relations with the oil-rich
Gulf Arab states are now in flux.

As someone involved in pro-
moting trade ties between Canada
and the Gulf Co-operation Coun-
cil (GCC) states, endeavouring to
protect the interests of Canadian
businesses in the region, I remain
a witness to the changing political
dynamics of the Gulf Arab states
and their fall out on our business
relations.

Canada cannot ignore the
opportunities available in the
GCC. Oil-rich Gulf Arab states
represent an interesting market.
While they sell oil and gas—and
in

the Saudi-led invasion of Yemen,
which has killed more than 5,000
civilians and displaced more

than three million, has triggered
fresh calls for Ottawa to cancel its
$15-billion arms deal with Saudi
Arabia.

er
eye them as a burgeoning market
for a large number of products,
ranging from hundreds of billion
dollars of arms and armament, to
machinery and equipment, food-
stuffs, chemicals, motor vehicles,
global luxury brands, and textiles.

The GCC’s Sovereign Wealth

Funds are also a major vehicle of

global investments.
Saudi Arabia, the

and principled position on human
rights. It needs to strike a balance
between the two.

Ottawa needs to tap into other
options in the GCC that achieve its
objectives, without giving up on its
core values. Business potentials in
Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar need to
be explored. Qatar—faced with a
blockade by Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Bahrain, and Egypt, and looking to
diversify its trade links away from
its boycotting neighbours—has pro-

market in the region, has been
a key partner for Canada in the
Middle East. Trade between the
two countries was worth more
than $4-billion in 2017. Saudi
Arabia then had almost $1.3-bil-
lion worth of direct investment in
Canada. The United Arab Emir-
ates, a major trading hub within
the GCC, has been Canada’s
largest market in the Middle East
and North Africa, with a record
$1.6-billion exports in 2017.
However, the relationship
between these two countries and
Canada have faced turbulence,
particularly as it relates to human
rights violations, including the ar-
bitrary detention of human rights
activists and Canadian nationals.
As a human rights activist,
Ibelieve it’s critical for Ottawa
to develop our nation’s foreign
policy and international trade,
but not at the expense of its core

vided for
foreign investors. This could be an
ideal alternative to expand Canada’s
business footprint in the region.
Canada needs to diversify its
trade links, much farther than the
NAFTA. Going forward, Canada’s
‘minister of foreign affairs needs to
focus on creating opportunities and
trade agreements with partners who
value human rights, but also offer
greater predictability, stability, and
protection for Canadian investors.
Yasser M. Dhouib is a political
and human rights activist. He ad-
vocates on issues of civil liberties
in Canada to international human
rights, and professionally consults
in Canadian foreign trade in the
Gulf region and facilities opportu-
nities for Canadian businesses in
progressive and growing econo-
mies. He serves as a volunteer
VP of the CQFA-AACQ Canadian
Qatari Friendship Association.
The Hill Times
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